THE 8 CONDITIONS OF LITERACY

Attention by Modality

The quiet engine beneath the rest: focus,
memory, and load.

Reading

Reading leans hard on working memory:
the reader has to hold what came earlier
in mind while fitting each new word into
it, and holding and processing draw on
the same limited pool. Tax that pool, or let
the mind quietly wander off the page, and
comprehension drops even though the
eyes kept moving.

—

Listening

Listening runs under a hard clock: speech
is gone the moment it is spoken, so the
listener has to catch, hold, and connect it
at the speaker’s pace with no way to look
back. That puts a steep price on
sustained attention, because a lapse
costs input that cannot be recovered, and
the missing piece pulls at everything after
it.

Attention is the executive function under everything else: holding ideas in working memory, sustaining focus,
and managing the cognitive load a task demands. Overload it and meaning is the first thing to slip.

Writing

Writing may be the most attention-
hungry of the four, because the writer has
to plan, hold the thread of the argument,
and manage spelling and handwriting all
on one limited budget. When the low-
level work is not yet automatic, it steals
room from thinking, and good ideas come
out thin, not for lack of them but for lack
of space to shape them.

—

Speaking

Speaking asks a person to plan the next
phrase while still saying this one, to track
what has already been said, and to catch
and fix slips as they happen, all at once. It
also takes restraint, holding back the off-
topic thought or the competing word,
which is why speaking well under

pressure or distraction is genuinely hard.

Overload the engine and meaning is the first thing to slip.
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